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THE LANGUAGE LEARNING GRAB ВАС 
compiled by Anita C. Bickford, 1990 


This article containa a list of suggested activities to use in your 
language learning lessons. Margie Estrella, Supervisor of Language 
Proficiency, has been very helpful and encouraging as I worked on this 
Grab Bag. She “dug up" many of the ideas that are included here, and 
reread it a million times and helped with rewordings. 


Most of the activities in the Grab Bag will fit best into section 
E, "drill-type activities". For now, they are just a disorganized list 
of things to consider. Eventually, we hope to organize and code thes as 
to what personality-type they might work best for and which level of 
difficulty they would beat serve. We’ll try to add more ideas to the 
list, too. Share some of your successful ideas with us! 


1. Comprehension will be high and anxiety low if you seek to learn new 
vocabulary by obeying physical commands rather than by immediately trying 
to speak and produce the new difficult sounds yourself. This technique, 
called "Total Physical Response" (TPR), is discussed at length in Asher 
1977. Ask your language associate to command you to do fairly basic 
things, then add more complexity, and have him demonstrate rather than 
translate when you don’t understand. Examples: 


Touch your nose. 

Close your eyes. 

Open your eyes. 

Touch your nose, 

Close your eyes. 

Touch your пове. 

Open your eyes. 

Touch your noge while closing your eyes. 
Open your eyes. 

Close the door. 


Close your eyes. 
Touch the red book. 
Open your eyes. 


Note that there is a lot of variety. Underlined words are already 
familiar from previous lessons, but you get to demonstrate comprehension 
of those words in a new context. This type of activity is EXCELLENT all 
the way through your 25 lessons, at ALL levels of language ability, and 
can be adapted to demand comprehension of great complexity, e.g», "Walk 
over to the door, and, while standing on your left foot, ales the door ав 
loudly as you can.” You will need to train your language associate as to 
what you want, since he will control the material and the pacing of this 
type of activity. (Refer to Asher 1977 for a full discussion of TPR, and 
more extensive examples of commands to use.) DO NOT MIMIC COMMANDS GIVEN 
DURING TPR - SPEAKING DETRACTS FROM THIS METHOD. 


2. Dwight Gredin has an excellent "Progression of Language Learning 
Techniques", an eight-atep activity designed to build on TPR and 
gradually introduce speaking. Try using these eight steps any time that 
you want to learn a new verb (at least one that can be visually 
demonstrated). They are reproduced here almost verbatim from his 
article. #1. По & Ligten—The learner does some actions and the 
language helper tells what s/he did, using the you-psat fo . The 
learner repeats those actions many times so as to listen and associate 
the words with the actions. DO NOT MIMIC. #2. Listen & Do—The 
language helper gives commands to the learner, covering only those 
actiona the learner did in Do & Listen. The grammatical form will be 
different. but still recognizable and comprehensible. The learner 

the action to demonstrate that a/he comprehended the command. Again, DO 
NOT MIMIC. #3. True-False Comprebension--The learner learns the words 
for true and false (or yes and no). The helper then does an action, 
staying within that same "world", and makes a true or false I-pest 
atatement. The learner says true or false. #4. Listen A Mimic & Do— 


$5. Tell & Observe—The learner attempts to give commands to the bel- 
per. The helper re-states the command and then does it. [Note to 
learner: Don’t do the action as you give the command. You want to see 
if your verbal command was clear enough to be understood. ] #6. Dok 
Listen & Mimic--Learner does those same actions; helper makes you-past 
statements; learner mimica. (This is Do & Listen, plus mimicry, prepa- 
ring the learner for step #7.) #7. Observe & Tell--The helper now does 
those actions and the learner attempts to describe thea, ‘using you-past. 
Helper re-states when necessary. #8. [о & Tell—The learner does one 
of the actions and attempts to make an I-past statement. The helper 
affirms or re-states. [Note from Anita: I would recommend moving this 
step up closer to step #3, perhaps immediately following it, so that 
less time would have elapsed since you last heard the I-past form. | 
However, not knowing Gradin'a reasons for putting this step last, I left 
it last here, just in case he’s right. Try it both ways, ‘and let me 
know which works better. See both of Gradin’s articles for a fuller 
understanding of his ideas, which are wonderful!) 


3. Set up a phonology drill to help you hear contrast between two 
gimilar phonemes. Be sure to control your variables so that you can 
focus almost all of your attention on the difficulty itself and not on 
peripherals. If possible, have a full set of objects or pictures to 
represent the words in a list that demonstrate the contrast. Then, as 
your language associate says a word in the liat, you can | touch the 
appropriate object or picture to demonstrate that you comprehended the 
word correctly and heard the contrast well. For example; if you were 
working on a voicing contrast with initial consonants in English, use 
objects or pictures of “path/bath", "zip/aip", "Ted/dead", "bill/pill", 
etc. (You could even think to yourself, "voiced", as you touch the 
object.) If the words can’t be easily pictured, write the words don in) 
the idiom and point to the word that your language associate said. The | 
list need not be long, perhaps six or eight pairs. 


4. In later lessons, drill production ina similar manner to that 
described in #3 above, but this time YOU say the words and the language 
associate points to the picture or word, to indicate what (s)he beard you 
say. This testa your pronunciation. 


5. Set up vocabulary or grammar drilla in a conversational style rather 
than just sentence after sentence іп a list. Look at this sample drill: 


x 


dA donde vas? Voy a la playa. 

& А donde vas? Voy a la casa de mi bermana. 
¿A dónde ува? Voy al centro. 

¿A dónde vas? Voy al banco. 

¿A donde vas? Voy a la escuela, etc. 


Notice that the drill contains very controlled changes, not verying 
EVERTHING in the sentence. The variation is incorporated into a natural 
answer to a natural question rather than just recitation of vocabulary. 
The list of answers is obviously not exhaustive of every possibility, 
just a few common ones. A few others that are left out here can be 
used in another drill in a different lesson, if desired. After this 
drill is well-used, the question and the response of "voy" to a "vas" 
question should be internalized, and the meanings of the five place 
names should be quite familiar as well. Good drills are brief, control- 
led, and interesting, NOT long, boring and discouraging. If you feel 
your drill must be longer to be useful, then make three small drills, 
one for each of three forms, not fifteen repetitions of one form. (Use 
words from your 25-word lexicon in these drills. E.g., in the above 
drill, maybe "<a dónde?, a, voy" are in your lexicon.) This drill can 
be varied in format to focus on other elements. For example, for more 
variety in the conjugation of the verb, try it this way: 


¿A donde vas? Voy a la playa. 
¿A dónde va él? Va a la playa. 
¿A dónde van ellas? Van a la playa. 
¿A dónde van Uda.? Vamos a la playa. 
¿A dónde vamos? Vamos a la playa. 


In this case, perhaps "playa, ir, da dónde?" are the words from your 
lexicon that you are specially focusing on in this drill. When you have 
used this drill a lot, you should know well the "a la playa" phrase as 
well ва the "vas/voy, va/va, van/van, van/vamos and vamoe/ vamos" pai- 
rings. Then, if one of those pairinga ie difficult for you, you can go 
back and make another short drill around that one, as in the "уаа/уоу" 
example drill at the beginnning of this item #5. 


6. As an extra activity in some lesson, transcribe a recorded text or 
dialogue which you have thoroughly learned and which is not otherwise 
included in a lessan. This is good practice in writing the language. 
Be sure that any such text is short enough to be learnable—1/3 to 1/2 
page maximum. [NOTE: It із good to have lots of text material on hand 
anyway; sentences from text material are more natural and therefore more 
useful in grammar aketches, etc., than elicited sentences in isolation. 
Use texts a LOT in all your language learning, grammar sketch writing, 
etc.] 


7. When practicing your power tools, set up е drill of several poasible 
answers to one of the questions, utilizing some of your new vocabulary 
words for that lesson. For example, suppose your power phrase is "What 
are you doing?" and some of your vocabulary words are "saw, chop, burn, 
wood, leaves". Have the following drill: 


Again, don't make the drill too long, nor too all-inclusive, or it will 
be boring and discouraging. As you use this drill, re-ask the question 
(or preferably bave your partner drill it with you) before each new 
answer, so that you are thinking of commmication and conversational 
exchange, not just spouting off a bunch of statements about what you’re 
doing. 


8. Tracking - In working with a tape recorder, speak simultaneously with 
the language associate's recorded utterance rather than mimicking after 
him. For example, record a series of utterances, three times each. Just 
Listen to one utterance, rewinding over and over so that you hear it 
maybe 10 times. Then start speaking simultaneously with it, trying to 
make your voice sound as much as possible like the tape. Imitate intona- 
tion, timing and loudness as well as individual segments. When you can 
speak the utterance comfortably along with the tape, go on to the next 
utterance. Simultaneous speaking like this works best if you bave a 
microphone and earphones that will feed your voice directly back to you 
so you're hearing both the language associate and yourself. Don’t do 
this kind of work for too long at one stretch, though. Maybe all you’ll 
do in one day is 60 minutes, or two 46-minute perioda. As you work with 
the tape, don’t look at a transcription of the utterance; rely on your 
ears! If you HAVE to look at something written, look at a translation, 
to keep the meaning clearly in mind (remember? comprehensible input). 
Better yet, imagine yourself saying the expression in a real-life situa- 
tion. ALL OF YOUR MATERIAL CAN BE LEARNED THIS WAY: dialogues, texts, 
drills and power tools. 


9. One good phonology drill is to simply list about a dozen words that 
contain a sound that is difficult for you to pronounce. Sort the words 
into columns according to where the sound occurs in the word (beginning, 
medial, end). Record the words and practice tracking them simultaneously 
(as described in #8 above). Practice saying the words to your language 
associates, and ask for their help in improving your pronunciation. (Are 
any of those words in your lexicon of 25 words for this lesson? Why 
not?) 


10. Spend a pre-planned amount of time daily on passive listening. 
This means use the tape you made for #8 above (or ANY language learning 
tapes!), and simply have it playing in the background while you do 


something else (wash dishes, jog with a walkman recorder, lie down for a 
rest--NOT sleep!, etc.). Simply let the sounda wash over you. If you 
are physically involved in a mindleas task, absorption of thia material 
will be maximized. Do not pretend that you can do thia passive liste- 
ning while doing any activity requiring concentratian, especially verbal 
concentration, however, (e.g., letter-writing, filing of language data, 
reading the Bible, etc.). You may need to rewind several times, but 
otherwise this passive liatening will not be taking up any time, since 
the dishes need to be washed anyway! This is a great way to review 
material already learned. On the subject of passive listening, please 
read "Passive Listening" in the NAB Technical Handbook, and Albert. 
Bickford's article, "To Learn to Speak, Must One Speak?". Also, be 
aware that ALL OF YOUR LESSONS SHOULD BE TAPED so that they are avail- 
able for active and passive listening. 


11. In place of a dialogue or text, оссавіспа11у learn a set of 25 
sentences, each centering on one new lexical item, or use 4-5 sentences 
like these as a comprehension drill in a lesson that does have a text or 
dialogue. Make the sentences vivid and unique, not just simply filling 
the noım into a generic blank, For example: 


GOOD: That horse kicked the gate open. 
BAD: І see the horse. 

GOOD: Mario’s dog stole my ham bone! 
BAD: The dog ran. 

GOOD: Eating too much makes one fat. 
BAD: The boy is eating. 


Don’t use lota of unfamiliar vocabulary in your sentences. (idea from 
Keren Everett, SIL Brazil) 


12. Occasionally write out the repliea to a grammar drill like that 
described in #5 and #7 above, rather than only speaking them orally. 
This gives another part of your body and brain a chance to get involved. 
In fact, always think of ways to involve your whole body in language ΄ 
learning and comprehension. Also, even if your pronunciation isn’t good 
yet, you can feel accomplishment that you know the right answers! 


13. Reverse role playing - Role playing has been a language learning 
device for a long time. If you want to learn how to interact with a 
fruit vendor in the market, you get a dialogue and play the role of 

the customer while your language associate playa the role of the fruit 
vendor, HOWEVER, reverse role playing really makes more sense: YOU play 
the role of the fruit vendor ao that you can hear natural responses that 
a customer would make in various situations that you can control. Record 
the whole session in which you are doing this, and then you can practice 
the responses, which are the role that you will eventually be taking in 
real life. (idea from Greg Thomson) 


14. Journals - Write or speak into a tape recorder (with LH present) 
about a particular topic. Read aloud or listen to the tape. Ask him to 


reword things and interact with you about what you've said and how you've 
said it, including vocabulary, syntax, pronunciation, etc. Journals are 
also a good device for promoting literacy among the people: ask the 
language associate to keep a journal of his own. In this case, the 
discussion which follows is not for the purpose of correcting his writing 
style but to show interest in his topica, learn more about his world view 
and what interests him, etc. (See "Journal writing with a language 
associate" by Diane Poole, April 1987, available from the Supervisor of 


Language Proficiency) 


15. Do #14 sentence by sentence, with you in one roam talking into a 
microphone that plays into your LH’s ears in next room. The LH then 
retells someone else what you just said, in more natural speech, Your 
partner is recording what he said, and you later compare the two tapes 
(what you said, and what he said) and discuss it with LH. This is a good 
way to.get a language associate to correct you without his being uncom- 
fortable. (idea from Greg Thomson) 


16. Bench mark tape - Meke a tape of a text of which you understand very 
little (with your language associate speaking, of course). Liaten to the © 
tape; then write down all that you DO understand of it, and label it 

with the date. At regular intervals thereafter, listen to the tape again 

and write down what you now understand, again labeled with the date. 

Save all such written records, so you can compare the earlier jones with 

the most recent ones. You will see encouraging progress aa the weeks go 

by! This bench mark tape is not so much a language learning device as a 
progress assesament device, but it ahould help lower your anxiety and 

generate good feelings of accomplishment. Note in your language lesson 


that one of your activitiea for that lesson was to listen to bench mark 


tape number xx for the xth time, and that you saw ххх progress. Maybe 
eventually, this text can be used as part of a language lesson, when you 8 
have learned to understand all of it, e.g., for the transcription 

described in #6, or even for the basic text in Section A of a very late 


lesson. (idea from North America Branch, maybe Greg Thomson?) 


17. Market Game (from Cote d'Ivoire/Burkina Faso/Mali TS Memo #34, by 

Jane Maire, hereafter referred to as "J. Maire") - Make flashcards. Qa 

one side represent an item you can buy at the market; on the other side, 

write it’s name and how to buy it (by the kilo, pile, packet, individual Φ 
item, etc.). Whoever is the seller has the cards. The buyer greets the 
seller, says what he wants to buy, asks the price, perhaps а 
settles on the price and pays, and concludes the exchange. Swap roles so 
you both get a chance at each role and ao you get a chance to hear 
natural speech in both roles (see #13 above). 


18. Locative Game (J. Maire) - Draw a map of your village (or some other 
area). Make flashcards of various places found on the map, e.g. the 
school, store, chief's house, ete.). Shuffle the cards and place them in 
a pile face down. Draw one, then deacribe what’s on it in terma of its 
locations, referring to the map. For example, "it's between the store 
and the chief’s house, near the bridge over the creek..." Obviously, 
this is a drill for a fairly advanced lesson. 


19. 20 Questions (J. Maire) - Your language associate thinks of a 
vocabulary item that he knows you know. You ask him up to 20 questions 


to guess what it is. If necessary, at first limit the items to a certain 
semantic domain, e.g., animals. Exchange roles. 


20. Dominos (J. Maire) - Make a stack of cards, each containing two 
illustrationa that do NOT go together. Find another card which goes with 
one end of a domino card already placed down. (Take turna placing 
cards.) You must explain in the language why you think the two ends go 
together (e.g., they are opposites, they are both in the same semantic 
domain such as fruits, they represent positive/negative, etc.). The 
purpose of this game is to faciliate brief, natural conversation 
focusing on a predetermined set of vocabulary. 


21. Other games - Think up other games that will make language learning 
fun for you end your language associate. Share those game ideas with the 
rest of us. There are a few more games listed in J. Maire, which ia и 
available from the Supervisor of Language Proficiency. Games can do a 

lot to lower anxiety and bolster enthusiasm. 


22. Activity plus Q/A (H. David McClure, 1985) - Learner does an action 
and says one of five words (who, what, where, yes, no). Language 
associate asks a question based on that word, and learner answers using а 
short-answer form. This is great for providing comprehensible input 
because the learner hears the question in a here-and-now context, and 
because he has predetermined what kind of question he will be hearing and 
what vocabulary will be used. The learner is in charge 90 be can get 
repetition es needed. You have the least control if you give the cue 
word "no" since the possibilities of what the language associate can ask 
for that answer are limitless. Examples: 


Learner puts book on table and saya "WHO". 
Language assoc asks,"Who put the book on the table?" 
Learner says, "І did.” 


Learner puts book on table and says "YES". 
LA asks, "Did you put the book on the table?” 
Lrnr says, “Yes.” 


Lrnr puts book on table and says "WHERE". 
LA asks, "Where did you put the book?” 
Lrnr says, "On the table." 


Lrnr puts book on table and 
LA asks, "What did you put on table?” 
Lrnr says, "The book.” 


Lrnr puts book on table and saya "NO". 
LA asks, "Did you put the book on the floor?” CR 
"Did you pick up the book?" OR 
"Did I put the book on the table?” OR ..... 
Lrnr says, "Мо." 


At first, stick to things that will yield comprehensible input. How- 
ever, you can certainly ask for clarification if you don’t understand. 
Also, ask for repetition, put it on tape, etc. This method can also be 
used to get and practice new vocabulary in a natural context. 


a 


23. Series (H. David McClure, 1985) - One nice way to elicit a text 
containing hard-to-get vocabulary is to ask for all the steps involved in 
some small activity, e.g., getting a drink from а drinking fountain or 
tying a shoe. The text can be done several times, in various tenses. 

For example: “Tomorrow I will write a letter. First I will sit down at 
my desk and open the top drawer. I will take out two sheets of paper and 
an envelope. I will lay the envelope on the desk, and pick up my pen. I 
will put the paper in front of me, at a elight angle, and write the date 
at the top right corner. Then I will write, ‘Dear Mom and Dad’, followed 
by a comma. Then I will bite the end of my pen and think about what else 
to write. After I finish writing the letter, I will fold it in half and 
then in thirds and insert it in the envelope. Then I will lick the flap 
and seal the envelope. Then I will write my address in the upper left- 
hand corner and theirs in the middle. Then I will open the middle drawer 
of my desk and take out the stamps. I will tear off one and put the reat 
back in the drawer, Then I will lick the stamp and stick it onto the 
upper right corner of the envelope. Then I will stand up and push back 
my chair, and walk to the post office." Then you can ask the language 
associate to retell the procedure in the present tense, e.g., "I am 
writing a letter...”, and then in the past tense, e.f., "I just wrote a 
letter...". Obviously you will get material that is not femiliar to you, 
and you will need to work together with the LA to make a translation. 
Perhaps this text will not have enough comprehensible material in it for 
the level you are currently at. Then use it for a bench mark tape (see 
#16 above) until you are more confortable with the vocabulary and 
constructions used in it. [NOTE: This method would be even better if 
you use a more culturally relevant activity, e.g., planting com, 

cutting down a banana tree, etc.] 


24. Music - Music can be used to facilitate learning, e.g., setting a 

e to music, and it ia a big part of most cultures so can give 
insight into the people's world view. If you have hyms or folk tunes on 
tape, listen to them as part of your passive listening time. 


25. Total Auditory Response (H. David McClure, 1985) - Perfora an action 
and ask "What did I do?” or "What am I doing?" Then you will hear 
immediately how to say what you just did. For example, write your name 
and ask "What am I doing?" You will hear, "You are writing your name." 
DO NOT REPEAT WHAT THEY SAY - SPRAKTNG DETRACTS FROM THIS METHOD. You 
have control over what you hear and how many repetitions you get. You 
are "programming your brain" with auditory input linked to Physical 
motions. You build a recognition vocabulary quickly. Your mind gets 
used to the sounds, You get a good handle on two time references, past 
and present on-going. Eventually your LA will catch on that) you want to 
hear said what you are doing, so you should be able to stop asking after 
a while. 


26. Dumb-Smart Question (H. David McClure, 1985) ~ Learn the answer to a 
question that will probably not have too much variation in the answers. 
Ask a lot of people that questian, and get a big morale boost as you 
discover that you CAN understand what people say to you. Here’s how you 
learn the answer in the firat place: Select a question. Obtain that 
question from the LA. Record the question for later use. Аяк the 
question of your LA. Obtain and record his answer. Write dow and 


o 


translate that answer, getting help from the LA. Think about the answer; 
study and understand it. Listen again and again to the taped answer, 
without looking at your written version. Get to where you can understand 
it as fast as it is spoken. Listen over and over to the question, then 
track it with the tape, then repeat the question until you can aay it 
easily and accurately. Go out and ask it of at least six people. Enjoy 
understanding the gist of every anawer! If people seem reluctant to 
answer, saying "You already know," then atart to give a wrong angwer 
(e.g., your own culture’s way of answering instead of what you know ia 
theirs) and they will then give you the correct answer (probably). Same 
of your power tools could be learned in this way. 


27. Texts - Remember all the different texta you have recorded so far? 
Here are some things to do with those texts! use them as the basis for 
asking your LA questions or have him ask you questions; have LA retell 
the story from a different perspective (another character’s point of 
view, another tense, ебс.); track the texts on tape ог as read "live" by 
LA; read it out loud yourself, while taping, then compare your tape with 
LA’s; ask LA to comment on your reading and pronunciation, including 
pitch variation, rhythm, speed, intonation, segment pronunciation, etc. 


28. Play It Again (H. David McClure, 1985) - Tape a BRIEF text of 
interest to you, especially something with a high probahility of useful- 
ness, e.g., questions and answers that you'll need to use, etc. Ten or 
fifteen seconds will be all you can handle at first, later maybe one to 
three minutes. Transcribe it with help from your LA. Write a free 
translation and identify as many words and idioms as you can. Then 
listen to it over and over and over and over....without looking at the 
written copy. The payoff point for each selection comes when you 
comprehend it without conscious effort and you get meaning, not just 
sounds, as you listen to it. This same tape can be used for passive 
listening, too, but Play It Again specifically refers to active listen- 
ing. This is a good approach to learning your dialogues, too, but break 
them down into small chunka rather doing the whole thing at once. 


29. Ask the language associate to write out something you have on tape. 
You listen and watch. (McClure) 


30. If your LA is bilingual, tell him a brief text in Spanish or 
English, then have him tell it back to you in his language. BUT DO NOT 
have him translate phrase by phrase, as that would probably generate 
unnatural wording. Then record that story and work with the tape as 
described in various sectians above. (McClure) 


31. True or False (McClure) - Within a strictly limited vocabulary, e.g. 
using items on a table in front of you, have the LA make statements about 
the things, and you respond with True or False about the statements, 
e.g., "The cup ів upside dow”, "the fork is кейе of paper"...Eventually, 
you can reverse the process so you are making the statements and the LA 
is responding Т ог F. 


32. Correct Statement (McClure) - Within a limited vocabulary chosen by 
you, have the LA do an action and you tell what he did, e.g., he standa 

up and you say, "You stood up". LA responds with "correct” or indicates 
what you should have said. If he always says "correct”,. even though you 


know you are miapronouncing, etc», try giving a very wrong answer to help 


him be willing to correet you. 


33. Situational Reinforcement (McClure) - This technique is used when 
there are at least two language learners present, as well as the language 
associate. The LA gives you a command (e.g., “Touch the table), which 
you obey and then say what you just did, in the past tense ("I touched 
the table."). Then the LA says what you Just did ("You touched the 
table.”). Then the LA turns to your partner, asking her a queation 


і 
| 
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you the sane command ("Tell him to 


Y. Your partner responds with a true 
). 


touch 
does. You and your partner should trade roles in this, and the comanda 
not 


can be varied as desired, as long as they do 
material at you at once. 


34. Item-Activity (McClure) - In this activity, you decide ona general 
area of vocabulary that you want to learn mare about, for example “paper 
work". Write down words from that domain that you want sentences for, 
e.g., "pen, invoice, form, bill, duplicate". Have in mind a couple of 
examples in English or your LA's language. Give your LA the first word 


and ask him to use it in a sentence that describes an activity 


involving 


that word, e.g., "I need to fill out ay income tax fora", "We just 
received an invoice for the books we ordered", “Juan hasn’t payed his 


you, and help you understand what they say. If a sentence is what you 
wanted, then ван your LA to record it on tape for you, and you should 
write dom the translation. After you've listened to the tape а lot and 
tracked each phrase, then you can have your LA help correct your pronun- 
ciation aa you say each sentence. Through this activity, you build up 
your vocabulary in natural collocations, i.e., words that tend to be used 
together by native speakers. Examples from the above sample sentences 


are "fill out a form”, "receive an invoice", "pay a bill”, eto. 


internalize basic sentence patterns and word order. As an added bonus, 
many of the sentences learned by using this drill can provide ready-made 
example sentences in your dictionary someday. You will want to tailor 
this activity to things that are relevant in the people'a culture. 
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GUIDELINES FOR LANGUAGE ACHIEVEMENT 


For years the Foreign Service Institute (FSI) proficiency scale was 
the primary test of oral language achievement. Its five-point scale ranked 
speakers from level 0 (no functional ability) to level 5 (equal to an edu- 
cated native speaker). The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign 
Languages (ACTFL) and the Educational Testing Service (ETS) have 
modified the FSI scale to better classify beginning learners (FSI 0-2). 

Both scales present a hierarchy of language skills. Though de- 
signed to test speaking proficiency, such scales suggest goals as well as 
set standards by which to measure achievement. The widely used FSI 
and ACTFL/ETS scales do, however, tend to view language ability more 
from the instructor's perspective than the learner's. We have revised 
them here to meet the needs of the readers of this book more precisely. 

Our guide, The Language Learner's Proficiency Scale, consists of 
two components: a narrative description, which summarizes skill levels, 
and a self-rating checklist, which suggests performance objectives for 
each skili level. 

The narrative description summarizes your skills. Each statement 
provides the basic material for defining goals or assessing ability: “can 
express very simple needs in polite language” (novice — mid); or “can 
converse on most practical, social, and professional topics” (superior). 
The narrative description also summarizes your ability to understand and 
be understood, use proper grammar and pronunciation, and understand 
the cultural context of a language. 

The self-rating checklist contains performance objectives repre- 
senting clusters of language tasks. The cluster concept is crucial. Each 
performance objective represents a body of knowledge at each level, not 
merely the literal transtation of specific words. Each is an indicator of 
achievement, rather than the sum of tasks al each level. We once heard 
a young learner, for instance, reject the use of a proficiency scale when 
he noticed the task, "| can make a selection from a menu and order a 
simple meal.” “The scale is irrelevant,” he concluded, “because my 
village doesn't even have a restaurant.” He missed the point: each 
objective represents a concept, a cluster of words and рін oses. You pass 
each level when you master the concept, not when you memorize the 
local equivalent of the stated objective. 4 

For example, you can master the literal performance objective of 
“saying hello and goodbye” (novice—low) in the first hour of your first 
session. As an indicator, however, “hello” represents a cluster of greet- 
ings you would learn for different situations: the equivalents of good 
morning (friend, sir, та'ат, etc.), good afternoon, hello, hi, howdy, how 
ya оіп'2, what's αρ», etc. 
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The Language Learner's Proficiency Scale has two interrelated 
functions. First, it suggests goals that, when used in concert with the 
suggestions in this book, provide the basis for setting your own goals. 
Second, the scale provides benchmarks against which you can evaluale 


your personal progress. 


Use the narrative description to help you assess your overall 
development. Let it help you define your level of aspiration and analyze 
your level of achievement. Use the self-rating checklist to identify 
performance objectives and to measure your language progress. 


THE LANGUAGE LEARNER'S PROFICIENCY SCALE 


NARRATIVE DESCRIPTION 
NOVICE — Low 


Able to respond to or speak afew 
isolated words—those borrowed 
from English, or commonly used, 
e.g., gracias, ciao, etc. 


Has identified him/herself as a 
language leamer. 


NOVICE — Mid 


Can express very simple needs In 
polite language. Uses mostly 
memorized words and phrases. 
Can say short phrases if given 
lime to think about what she/he 
wants to say. 


Speaks in a heavy accent with 
many errors and confuses sounds 
that are similar. 


Speech is difficult to understand, 


SELF-RATING CHECKLIST 
NOVICE — Low 


• | can say “hello” and “good-bye.” 
9 1 can count to ten. 


• | can use courtesy words such 
as “thank you” and "excuse me.” 


5 | know a handful of words. 


• lam eager to begin learning my 
target language. 


+ 1 have set some goals for my 
language learning. 


NOVICE — Mid 


9 | can respond to simple com- 
mands such as “stand ир” and 
“come here.” 


* | can greet people and take my 
leave correctly. 


• | can ask basic questions, using 
who, what, when and where. 


ο | can make simple statements 
and commands such as "it's hot” 
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INTERMEDIATE — High 


Can participate in short conver- 
sations about most survival needs, 
limited social conventions, and 
other topics. Gets the gist of con- 
versalions on familiar topics, 
though finds it hard to tune in on 
long conversations or in unfamil- 
iar situations. 


Speaks mostly in short, discrete 
sentences, but shows occasional 
bursts of spontaneity. Can use 
most question forms, basic tenses, 
pronouns, and verb inflections, 
though still speaks with many 
errors. 


Can be understood by native 
speakers used to speaking with 
foreigners. By repeating things, 
can {frequently be understood by 
the general public. 


in dealing with host country citi- 
zens, can get along in familiar 
survival situations and with na- 
tive speakers accustomed to for- 
eigners. 


ADVANCED 


Can panicipate in most casual 
and some work conversations. 
Can give simple directions or 
explanations at work. Can talk 
about past and future events. With 
a minimum of repetition and 
rewording, can get the gist of 
normal conversation by nalive 
speakers. 


INTERMEDIATE — High 


a | can buy my basic foodstuffs, 
rent a hotel room, and bargain 
when appropriate. 


* | can talk about my favorite 
pastimes or sports. 


* | can describe how to get from 
here to places like the post office, 
a restaurant, or a local tourist 
attraclion. 


* Í can talk about things that 
happened in the past or might 
happen in the future. 


• [can carry on simple conversa- 
lions with native speakers who 
are used to dealing with foreign- 
ers. 


• | can perform at least two of the 
tasks at the advanced level, 


ADVANCED 


• [сап describe my work in some 
detail and discuss with my co- 
workers most work-related tasks. 


* I can talk comfortably about 
topics of general interest, such as 
the weather and current events. 


* | can deal with and explain 
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Vocabulary is good enough to 
speak simply with only a few cir- 
cumlocutions and can speak ex- 
temporaneously on many topics. 
Accent clearly that of a leamer, 
but can generally be understood. 


ADVANCED PLUS 


Can handle most work require- 
ments and conversations on top- 
ics of particular Interest. Can 
express facts, give instructions, 
describe, report, and talk about 
current, past, and future activi- 
ties. 


Often speaks Nuently and easily, 
though occasionally pauses to 
think ofa word. Continues to make 
some grammatical errors. 


In dealing with native speakers, 
understands common rules of eti- 
quette, taboos and sensitivities, 
and handles routine social situ- 
ations when dealing with people 
accustomed to foreigners. 


unexpected problems, such as 
losing my traveler's checks. 


9 Ican take and give messages by 
telephone. 


+ | can be understood by most 
native speakers, and | can follow 
normal conversations involving 
native speakers. 


e | can performatleast one task at 
the advanced plus level. 


ADVANCED PLUS 


• | can hire an employee, discuss 
qualifications, duties, hours, and 
pay in my new language. 


• 1 can instruct a coworkeron how 
to perform a common task. 


* | can give opinions, facts, and 
explain points of view. 


• | can talk with ease about my 
past, my current activities, and 
what | hope to do in the future. 


* | generally speak easily and 
fluently with only minor pauses. 


9 | can make culturally accept- 
able requests, accept or refuse in- 
vitations, apologize, and offer and 
receive gifts. 


* | can perform at least two of the 
tasks at the superior level. + 
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